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conservation, toxicology, paleobotany, geology, etymol-
ogy, interesting tidbits, folklore, and even folk songs! 
 This book should appeal to the amateur as well as the 
professional. Although most of the writing is easily read-
able, Matt Turner does not shy away from the occasional 
technical term, providing the beginning botanist with an 
opportunity to learn something of value. The professional 
will find in-depth botanical discussions, such as that on 
ocotillo leaves, and probably discover a few new things 
about old plant friends. Other impressive features include 
an extensive bibliography; a comprehensive index includ-
ing people, Native American tribes, cities, uses, wildlife, 
and the plants themselves; and an unusual glossary that 
includes not just the regular botanical terms but also brief 
details for over 100 Native American tribes. 
 Matt Turner weaves an exotic tapestry from a myriad of 
often ordinary facts about mundane species. Not only does 
he provide fresh information about some of the best-loved 
and most written-about Texas plants (such as bluebonnets), 
he is at his best when convincing the reader why much ma-
ligned species such as Ashe juniper, mesquite, hackberry, 
and prickly pear (to name a few) are just as important. If 
you have ever been asked, “If you were a plant, what would 
you be?,” Remarkable Plants of Texas offers all you need 
to know to make your choice. Even as a seasoned botanist, 
I’m looking at these common plants now with a slightly 
different perspective. Jackie M. Poole, Wildlife Diversity 
Program, Texas Parks and Wildlife Department.
James Lovelock: In Search of Gaia. By John Gribbin 
and Mary Gribbin. Princeton, NJ: Princeton University 
Press, 2009. xxiv + 262 pp. Figures, references, index. 
$24.95 cloth.
 My book review editor asked me what might be rele-
vant to the Great Plains in a biography of James Lovelock, 
a book I’d suggested as worth reviewing in Great Plains 
Research. I assured him that much in it either is or should 
be relevant to the Great Plains and to science researchers 
working on studies of aspects of the Great Plains. 
 James Ephraim Lovelock, born on July 26, 1919, of 
fairly humble origins, did not do well in school, partly 
because he was dyslexic. In spite of this and other health 
problems over the years, he went on to earn a PhD in 
medicine from the University of London in 1946 and to 
be elected a Fellow of the Royal Society in 1974. He was 
also made a Companion of Honour and a Commander of 
the Order of the British Empire, awarded the Wollaston 
Medal by the Geological Society of London, and elected 
Fellow of the Society of Cryobiology.
 Lovelock was lucky to have grown up during times 
when he could find or have easy access to chemicals and 
other scientific materials and equipment difficult for a 
youth to get today. This access aided him in creating and 
testing the efficacy of many scientific inventions through-
out his professional life. 
 During his career Lovelock did pioneering work on 
chromatography, including inventing the electron capture 
detector for gas chromatography, a device used to docu-
ment the widespread dissemination of DDT and PCBs in 
the environment and CFCs (chlorofluorocarbons) in the 
atmosphere. This work as well as changes he and other re-
searchers measured in the atmosphere’s composition over 
time helped lead him to his widely published research in 
print today.
 Lovelock is perhaps best known for the Gaia hypoth-
esis, enunciated in the 1970s and now accepted as a theory 
by many researchers. This basic idea, designated “Gaia” 
at the suggestion of Lovelock’s friend, novelist William 
Golding, holds that the Earth functions like a living or-
ganism able to regulate its temperature and chemistry 
and keep them at a comfortable steady state for itself. The 
living and nonliving parts of the Earth interact with one 
another in complex feedback loops to modify the environ-
ment in ways that keep it suitable for life. This isn’t a new 
idea; it has been around since at least the time of James 
Hutton, the Scottish geologist, in the 1790s in one form 
or another, but Lovelock and others devised successful 
experiments to test the concept. Biogeochemical cycles 
were a part of my own geological training in the 1950s 
and 60s. These cycles fit into the theory quite well. 
 Designating this theory “Gaia” got Lovelock into 
trouble with some of his detractors, who found it a bit 
too unscientific. Testing of the theory is still ongoing by 
many researchers who think it sound, but under such less 
controversial terms as “Earth System Science” or “Geo-
physiology.”
 We humans are embarked on both witting and unwit-
ting experiments altering our world in ways both known 
and unknown that we would probably be unwilling to 
fund by taxation even on a far more modest scale. We kill 
off species of organisms; pollute the atmosphere, waters, 
soils, and ourselves; and modify ecosystems. We rarely, 
if ever, think about the conditions that humans will be 
forced to live under after a few more generations beyond 
the time of our grandchildren. James Lovelock has writ-
ten papers and books since the 1970s that clearly show us 
how the world works and what is likely to happen to it in 
the not-too-distant future as a result of our experiments. 
What we are doing affects the whole Earth, the Great 
Great Plains Research Vol. 20 No. 1, 2010140
© 2010 Center for Great Plains Studies, University of Nebraska–Lincoln
Plains included, and will have a profound impact on us 
and on future generations.
 This carefully crafted book outlines the history of 
ideas on global change along with Lovelock’s life and 
contributions. It is well written, accessible to educated 
readers with a general science background, and mostly 
free of typographical errors. I recommend it highly. R.F. 
Diffendal, Jr., Conservation and Survey Division, School 
of Natural Resources, University of Nebraska–Lincoln.
Ancient Nomads of the Eurasian and North Ameri-
can Grasslands. By Elena Ponomarenko and Ian Dyck. 
Gatineau, Quebec: Canadian Museum of Civilization 
Corporation; Samara, Russia: Samara Museum of His-
tory and Regional Studies, 2007. 168 pp. Maps, illustra-
tions, references. $65.00 cloth, $34.95 paper.
 Ancient Nomads is the companion book to a Canadian 
Museum of Civilization exhibition comparing the cul-
tures of nomadic peoples from the Russian and Canadian 
grasslands. Following an introduction, the “Grasslands” 
chapter describes the terrain, climate, vegetation, and 
wildlife in the Russian Steppes and the Canadian Great 
Plains. The authors then provide a brief archaeological 
history of both regions from approximately 35,000 to 
5,000 years ago. The subsequent chapters provide an 
overview of various cultural aspects of nomads from the 
Steppes and the Plains: subsistence, food, transportation, 
housing, clothing, use of metal, spiritual life, and rela-
tionships with other nomadic and sedentary groups. The 
authors emphasize both the similarities and differences 
between peoples living in these two distantly separated 
but remarkably similar environments. Cultural similari-
ties between the populations are argued to be largely due 
to the overall similarities in environment and the avail-
ability of large grass-eating animals. Differences, on 
the other hand, are also in large part due to the types of 
animals present in the Steppes and Great Plains. 
 Ancient Nomads offers a fascinating comparative 
look at the cultural ecology of populations living in 
similar environments but with different fauna. The book 
is written for a general audience and provides numerous 
beautiful black-and-white photographs of archaeological, 
historical, and cultural artifacts from both the Steppes 
and the Plains. Readers interested in the cultural ecol-
ogy or history of the North American Great Plains and 
Russian Steppes will find the book appealing. It does, 
however, have several weaknesses: the authors provide 
no documentation for most of the facts; the figures are not 
mentioned in the text; and the side-by-side comparison of 
the cultures offers no real attempt at contrast. While an 
exhibit may require a side-by-side comparison, a short 
contrast of the cultures in each chapter would have gone 
a long way towards meeting the authors’ overall goals. 
Additionally, the authors tend to blur temporal variation 
within each region and overlook significant temporal 
changes.
 Still, taken as a whole, Ancient Nomads is an excellent 
attempt to highlight many aspects of nomadic culture on 
the northern grasslands and to compare the two distinct 
forms of nomadism that developed on the Canadian Great 
Plains and the Russian Steppes. Though I have not seen 
the exhibition for which this volume is a companion, 
both, I think, should appeal to readers of Great Plains 
Research. Daniel J. Wescott, Department of Biological 
Sciences, Florida International University.
Skeletal Biology and Bioarchaeology of the North-
western Plains. Edited by George W. Gill and Rick L. 
Weathermon. Foreword by William M. Bass. Salt Lake 
City: University of Utah Press, 2008. xvi + 320 pp. Maps, 
tables, figures, notes, references, index. $50.00 cloth. 
 This volume is a capstone of George W. Gill’s long 
and productive (and continuing) career at the University 
of Wyoming, where he has spent the last three and a half 
decades teaching and in pursuit of the data encapsulated 
here. Contributions from 21 scholars, most of them his 
students, present studies of bioarchaeology and skeletal 
biology, especially in the fields of demography, patholo-
gy, and morphology. The 19 chapters (and the introductory 
comments by William M. Bass, Douglas H. Ubelaker, and 
the senior editor) cover 10,000 years on the Northwestern 
Plains, from the Archaic period to historic times, encom-
passing studies of Native Americans, Euro-American 
pioneers and military men, and Chinese laborers. 
 Basic skeletal data are provided for specialists in other 
fields, but in many respects this is a general book that pro-
vides new insights into Native American and Euro-Amer-
ican biology. Examples: there is less sexual dimorphism 
in the former than in the latter; the hunters and gatherers 
in the Northwestern Plains had fewer dental caries than 
their corn-consuming agricultural eastern neighbors and 
showed more accidental injury, while the agricultur-
ists had more nutritional and metabolic problems; the 
hunter-gatherers had more severe cranial trauma than the 
agriculturists; and some Archaic populations appeared to 
have more in common with earlier Paleoindians than with 
more recent Plains populations. Furthermore, a dramatic 
increase in interpersonal violence, changes in diet and 
